many of us-thousands and thousands-going to Vilna was that at the beginning of the war, before Lithuania fell to Russia, its two cities of Vilna and Kaunas, which was the capital of Lithuania, were the only cities in eastern Europe that were neither Soviet or Nazi. You could still communicate by telephone and be smuggled out to the countries in the world that were still free of Nazis because these two cities were major train stops, and even had airports, the last two open airports in all eastern Europe, perhaps all Asia. Refugees could hope to escape to perhaps Scandinavia, and then go on to Palestine, from Kaunas or Vilna.
It happened like this. Earlier in 1939, in August, Germany and Russia had made another agreement, in addition to their nonaggression pact. This was called the Ribbentrop-Molotov Agreement, and it was made because Russia and Germany had not yet decided what to do with these little countries on the Baltic-Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia. They left them alone for the time being. Except that the Bolsheviks, who didn't like Poland, found it necessary to correct General Pilsudski's grab and they took Vilna, my city of learning, my city of growing up, away from Poland and gave it back to Lithuania. They made this little gift to Lithuania in exchange for the privilege of moving the Soviet army into Lithuania. Only two days after the Soviets invaded Poland, the Red Army marched into Vilna and took it away from the Polish authorities. So for a short time, Vilna was-like the eastern half of Poland-part of the Soviet Union.
Just as in Poland, the Soviets then began plundering Vilna, confiscating what they wanted, including the Strashun Library. But then came the great news on October 10th that Russia and Lithuania had made a mutual assistance pact. And part of this pact was that in exchange for letting the Red Army occupy Lithuania, Vilna would be taken away from Poland (after the Soviets had finished their plundering) and given back to Lithuania. Now, when it became known that Vilna was to be given back to Lithuania, everyone looking to escape tried to find a way to be in Vilna when this handing over came about.
In particular, the Jewish organizations, like the HeChalutz Central Committee of Poland, the Betar, and the Zionist Organization, sent word to all their members to gather in Vilna. And thousands did go. The trains moving between Soviet-occupied Poland and Soviet-occupied Vilna were crowded with Jews trying to escape the Nazis and hoping to also escape the Soviets. Vilna was filling up with refugees. It was my plan as well, to go, but the city was given over to Lithuania before I could make my way out. The Soviets spent a month emptying Vilna of its treasures, and then on October
